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Summary 
 
This conference paper reports on the findings of the 'Vulnerability and the News Media’ 
project about news reporting on communities that are commonly regarded as ‘vulnerable’ by 
virtue of their issues or circumstances. The project focuses on news reporting of Indigenous 
and ethnically diverse communities, as well as people affected by mental health issues, 
people with disabilities, and survivors of crime and traumatic events. Numerous educational 
initiatives have tried to improve the quality of media reports about these communities and 
their issues. Despite this, the project’s research with stakeholders from those communities 
has found that they continue to raise the same concerns that have been expressed about the 
news media since the 1970s. In focus group research, stakeholders from these communities 
expressed concern about their continuing under-representation or omission from the news 
media. They felt that voices, experiences, perspectives and issues from their communities 
rarely appeared, or if they did appear, it was in limited contexts – often in circumstances that 
portrayed them as vulnerable or disruptive. They also pointed to ongoing media 
misrepresentation, such as stereotyping, inappropriate framing, and over-reliance on ‘usual 
suspects’ to talk about their communities. A common theme that they voiced was their need 
for greater inclusiveness in the media. Participants wished that journalists would better 
represent the diversity of life experiences and perspectives within their communities. 
Stakeholders also wanted an increased in representation of their political frameworks, such 
as stories about the difficulties they encountered in dealing with social and bureaucratic 
systems, and their understandings of causes and potential solutions for issues affecting their 
communities.  
 
Defining Vulnerable Communities 
 
Researchers in the ‘Vulnerability and News Media’ project use the expression ‘vulnerable 
communities’ to refer to communities that are susceptible to harm or misrepresentation due to 
news media coverage. Vulnerability may result from an individual or group’s personal 
experience. This includes people who have survived or witnessed distressing or traumatic 
events, including suicide attempts, violent crimes, domestic violence, accidents, and natural 
or manmade disasters. Vulnerability may be related to the person’s identity or intrinsic 
characteristics. This includes people who have an Indigenous heritage, belong to an ethnic or 
religious minority, have a physical or intellectual disability, or have experienced mental 
illness. 
 
Methodology 
 
The ‘Vulnerability and the News Media’ project was funded by an Australian Research 
Council Linkage grant. The overarching project involved a content analysis of coverage of 
vulnerable communities and vulnerable moments in the Australian news media, plus focus 
groups that invited the perspectives of members of communities that were defined as 
‘vulnerable’ to media misrepresentation. The project involved collaboration between the 
University of South Australia, University of Wollongong, Bond University, Griffith 
University, Queensland University of Technology, the Dart Centre Asia Pacific, Hunter 
Institute of Mental Health, Response Ability for Journalism Education, Journalism Education 
Association of Australia, Australian Press Council, Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, 
Special Olympics Australia, and Australian Multicultural Foundation. 
 
This conference paper reports on the outcomes of six focus groups that were run in 2011 
with the following themes: 
 Cultural Diversity: Run in Brisbane with 11 participants from various ethnic and 
religious backgrounds. All were active in groups that provide services to or represent 
diverse communities. 
 Disabilities: Run in Sydney with 11 participants, five people with disabilities and six 
carers. 
 Indigenous: Run in Brisbane with 16 participants, 14 Indigenous participants plus 
two non-Indigenous people invited by Queensland Aboriginal Islander Health Centre. 
 Trauma: Run in Melbourne with 11 participants who had all experienced different 
types of trauma, such as domestic violence, sexual assault, assault, or murder of a 
family member. 
 Mental Health: Run in Melbourne with 12 participants who had experienced mental 
illness and/or worked in mental health agencies. 
 Mixed Focus Group: Run in Adelaide with eight participants from a variety of 
vulnerable communities. 
 
From these focus groups, a number of common issues emerged in terms of shared concerns 
or aspirations in terms of the potential and actual function of Australia’s news media. 
 
Seeking Inclusion 
 
The sense of isolation that is experienced by members of minority and marginalized groups 
has been observed as a phenomenon for centuries. More than 200 years ago, John Adam – 
philosopher and one-time president of the United States of America – described the social 
and political invisibility of a poor person in his country:  
He feels himself out of the sight of others, groping in the dark. Mankind takes no 
notice of him: he rambles and wanders unheeded. In the midst of a crowd, at church, 
in the market, at a play, at an execution, or coronation, he is in as much obscurity as 
he would be in a garret or a cellar. He is not disapproved, censured or reproached: he 
is only not seen…. To be overlooked and, to know it, are intolerable. 
John Adam (1790) 
 
This intolerability of being ‘overlooked’ and ‘to know it’ is congruent with the situation 
described by the stakeholders who were involved in this research project. In all six of the 
focus groups that were conducted, participants expressed a desire for the news media to be 
more inclusive in its practices and products. In all the focus groups, participants called for 
news media coverage to: 
• reduce the omission and invisibility of people from their communities, 
•  increase public understanding of their communities, 
•  dispel myths about their communities, 
•  assist those who may experience similar circumstances, needs and conditions, 
•  influence policy, public processes, institutions, and 
•  overcome a heavily ingrained focus on ‘difference’ in news media coverage. 
 
In all focus groups, participants pointed to a need to overcome what might be called the 
politics of difference. For example, one stakeholder in the Cultural Diversity focus group 
described the focus of Australia’s media coverage as follows:  
 
Sometimes it’s the Sudanese community not settling in well; they’re not 
integrating. Sometimes it’s the Indian taxi drivers, or international students 
getting dodgy visas, or the Muslim extremists…. They’re not consistent [in their 
poor representation] with any particular community, but it’s consistent with 
everybody who is different. 
 
Focus group participants also called for improvements in what might be dubbed the politics 
of inclusion. In all focus groups, participants noted that their communities struggled to gain 
coverage unless one of three things occurred: 
 they experience extreme crisis, 
 a celebrity, sporting hero or politician visits them or becomes involved with their 
activities, or 
 their stories have quirky or sensational elements. 
 
It is interesting to observe the striking similarities between the three circumstances that lead 
to people or events from vulnerable communities gaining media attention and the three 
circumstances in which people and events overseas are usually covered by Western news 
media.  Steven Hess’s seven-year study of international news has found that only six 
countries are covered constantly by the news. Most of the remaining countries rarely appear 
in the news, and if they do, it’s generally because they: 
 host an important event or person,  
 are the site of a disaster, or  
 are the site of something sweet or sentimental for the ‘upbeat’ last story in the news 
bulletin before the weather (Hess 1996: 31). 
We can thus see that members of vulnerable communities are treated almost as foreigners 
within their own lands when it comes to when and how they are represented in news stories. 
 
The importance of being included in public forums for identifying, discussing and resolving 
social issues is noted by Anne Phillips. In a scholarly analysis of the ‘politics of presence’, 
Phillips concedes that when minorities are not included in public discussions, it is possible 
for particular individuals or groups to champion the views of minorities, even when minority 
interests are counter to their own. However, when discussions and decisions are ‘worked out 
for rather than with a politically excluded constituency, they rarely engage with all the 
relevant concerns’ (Phillips 1996: 147). If vulnerable communities are largely absent from 
news media coverage – outside stories about occasional crises, celebrity visits, and peculiar 
characters/events – then they lose their potential to become fully active citizens in the sphere 
of media representation and deliberations.   
 
The Nature of ‘News’ Coverage 
 
Numerous educational initiatives have tried to improve the quality of reporting on vulnerable 
communities for several decades. Regular initiatives focused on reporting of Australia’s 
cultural diversity have occurred since 1973, when Immigration Minister Al Grassby 
introduced the then still-new language and concepts of multiculturalism into government 
debates and policies. Similarly, a range of resources and programs were created when the 
Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody called 20 years ago for increased 
training to improve the standards of reporting on Indigenous issues. Numerous agencies have 
also promoted strategies and approaches for better reporting of people with disabilities (e.g, 
the ‘Reporting it Right’ guidelines), survivors and witnesses of trauma (e.g., guidelines by the 
DART Foundation), people with mental illness (e.g., guidelines by Mindframe and SANE) 
and the issue of suicide (e.g., Mindframe’s training resources). In addition to formal classes 
run within university-level journalism courses, there have been multitudinous workshops, 
forums, training sessions, information booklets and educational resources to improve 
reporting of these vulnerable communities. These educational activities and tools have 
initiated by media workers, researchers, government agencies, non-government organizations 
and community groups. The target audiences have been many and varied. Many initiatives 
have been directed very specifically towards journalism students. Others have been designed 
for ‘professional’ reporters and editorial decision-makers, volunteers in independent and 
community media, potential media sources, or media audiences. 
 
Have several decades of media education achieved change? Focus group participants: 
 perceived that there had been improvements in some areas (e.g., better representation 
of mental health issues and people with mental illnesses), 
 still held the same types of concerns that have been raised decade after decade by 
previous scholarly, industry and community commentary (e.g., concerns regarding 
representations of all vulnerable communities, particularly Indigenous people and 
their issues), 
 noted heavy use among of community media by members of vulnerable communities 
due to perceptions of the insufficient or inadequate coverage of their communities by 
so-called ‘mainstream’ media, and 
 called or greater education and stronger watchdog bodies to improve the quality of 
reporting. 
 
Overall, however, the focus group participants pointed to ongoing, entrenched problems in 
journalism. They indicated that they believed journalists were regularly: 
 missing the big issues that were occurring in their communities, 
 missing obvious angles and sources when events and issues attract media attention, 
and 
 over-relying on the ‘big’ media or major institutions for setting the agenda for what 
topics and issues were reported on. 
 
In terms of the issues that they saw being covered by the media, participants pointed to the 
predominance of formulas and labels. This included: 
 journalists being locked into rigid story frameworks, 
 headlines and word choices that labelled groups and issues, 
 photographs and images that provided a typecast vision of the community,  
 selection of sources who ‘fitted the mould’, and 
 over-reliance on the ‘usual suspects’.  
 
Focus group participants indicated that there were issues of both direct and indirect 
stereotyping in the topics, words and images that appeared in the news media. This 
commenced with topic selection, such as a focus on Indigenous dancers and Greek food 
festivals rather than the diversity of issues and concerns within communities. Participants 
raised concerns that stories and headlines often focused on elements of the stories that 
reinforced images of deviance, weakness or disconnection with the rest of society.  
 
Calls were made for improvements in the type of language used in the news media. Focus 
group participants noted that the media used words that they viewed as overtly derogatory. 
This included expressions such as ‘Islamic extremists’ to define criminals of Muslim 
background, ‘illegals’ instead of ‘asylum seekers’, ‘black’ as a synonym for Indigenous 
people, and ‘mad’, ‘psycho’ or ‘schizo’ to refer to people with mental illnesses and a wide 
range of people exhibiting antisocial behaviours. They also noted that certain words were 
commonly used in ways that were inaccurate or misleading. This included the use of the word 
‘pensioner’ for stories about seniors or people with disabilities and the word ‘dispute’ to 
describe domestic violence, including the murder of people by members of their own 
households. Focus group participants also objected to the term ‘suffering’ when it came to 
describing mental illness or disability.  ‘You might have a condition, but you’re not 
necessarily suffering,’ one focus group participant explained. Participants also pointed to 
media misunderstanding of technical terms. One example was the mixing of expressions such 
as ‘illegal immigrant’, ‘boatperson’, ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘refugee’ as if they were 
synonymous, when they have distinctly different meanings.  
 
Images often reinforced the typecasts that occur in the topic and wording of stories. One 
focus group participant gave the example of photographs being taken of a person with a 
visually obvious physical impairment rather than a mental or less conspicuous disability to 
illustrate a story about disabilities. Similarly, members of the Indigenous focus group 
complained about stories on Indigenous health typically being accompanied by visuals of 
snotty nosed children on dusty streets in remote communities rather than Indigenous health 
workers using computers or new technologies in urban centres. 
 
In terms of the sources that journalists obtained ideas and information from, participants 
perceived a dependence on what might be described as ‘star’ sources when discussing events, 
such as: 
• celebrities and sporting personalities, 
• politicians, and 
• celebrated achievers. 
 
Focus group participants also discussed the over-credentialing of sources. This included: 
 a ‘take me to your leader’ approach, whereby journalists dealt with a very narrow 
range of prominent leaders within a community; 
 misunderstanding of community structures, whereby journalists had little idea of the 
different organizations and alliances within communities, how to find them, or what 
their issues were; and 
 lack of awareness about when a spokesperson or interviewee’s comments represented 
their individual perspectives versus those that were more representative of trends in 
group perspectives and experiences. 
 
Some participants expressed resignation that this situation was not likely to be altered easily, 
and that they needed to make the most of the little media attention that their communities 
received. One participant, for example, sardonically commented:  ‘The old adage is that you 
take any publicity that you can get, as long as they can spell your name right. ‘ 
 
Looking for Solutions 
 
The aim of the ‘Vulnerability and the News Media’ project is not only to identify problems in 
current Australian media, but to describe best practice in terms of media that promotes 
resilience and focuses on community needs. Data from this research is being further analyzed 
to identify: 
• areas where problems persist in reporting and why, 
• best practice: what good journalism looks like and what has allowed it to happen,  
• solutions that are viable within the constraints of deadlines and media organisations’ 
economic and organisational structures, and 
• education, training and instilling change. 
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